1937 through the 1950s, it was natural to
consult with Fred Maroth as a potential
distributor, either for the Music & Arts label
or WHRA. Inquiries began in late 2009
and on December 18 Fred wrote, Dear Sue,
dear Dan- Honored by your kind offer &
we should be happy and proud to release the
3-CD collection. To issue it on Music & Arts,
we would need a letter ofpermission from
the [Bjorling] estate waiving any monetary
claims. To issue it on WHRA, we don't need
such a letter but the CD set would NOT be
sellable in the USA. Our preference is to issue
it on Music & Arts.
He then made an initial offer in terms
of" 150 free sets" that sounded thinkable,
pointing out that his three Bjiirling Met opera sets had only sold about 700 copies each,
at that time. But Sue and Dan exchanged
stories of Hungarian businessmen and
their reputation as sharp negotiators, and
pointed out that these Telephone Hour type
broadcasts were significantly different since
they involved Jussi in every track: demand
could be expected to be high. [And indeed,
looking back we can see that the first deal
that Fred offered would have cost the Scandinavian and USA Societies at least an extra
$4000. In the end, sales were good and Fred
need not have worried about total sales.]
By mid-February 2010, Dan was passing through San Francisco and offered to
meet Fred for more serious discussions of
law and m~mey. Fred suggested to meet at
a coffee shop on Solano Avenue in Albany,
near his home; his wife Elena would be with
him. For identification he would be carrying an opera CD in his hands. Dan brought
longtime JBS member Eldon Wolf, and it was
a good match: he and Elena were experts on
the local ballet scene. Fred suggested writing
up an offer patterned on his agreement with
Claudio Arrau's son. It looked a lot like his
earlier offer involving 150 free copies.
But the JBS board decided not to worry
about the risk that these Bjiirling recordings
would not sell well (we fow1d the alternative unlikely!), and on March 16, 2010, we
signed a contract for an alternate offer that
Fred Maroth continued on page 6

Anita Cerquetti and Jussi Bjorling in Chicago
by Dan Shea

amed Italian soprano Anita Cerquetti
died on October 11, 2014 with much
media discussion of her brilliant
career and its puzzling end. Born in April
1931, she made a debut as Aida at age 20 in
Spoleto, with reviews praising her "limpid
tone and powerful voice:' A year later she
appeared twice in JI trovatore at Milan's
Teatro Nuovo, and in a series of concerts
with Beniamino Gigli. In summer 1953 she
sang Aida at the Verona Arena, following
Callas's appearances there in the same role;
her reviews were complimentary, but the
major theaters continued to ignore her-she
had to content herself with II trovatore and
La forza de/ destino in Mestre and Pisa.
There was lots of opera then in Italy, but also
lots of competition for the 22-year-old! So
she continued her studies, good for her.
By summer 1954 she had been engaged
for a stellar Forza with Bergonzi, Guelfi,
Pasero and Aiila with E. Nicolai, Penno,
Guelfi, Christoff. Her Nabucco in December
with Gobbi, Christoff and Serafin was
a breakthrough for all concerned, with
reviews praising Cerquetti for "her ability

F

to rise to the cruelest demands of the role
(Abigailla) while retaining the sweetest of
tones'.' Nabucco was a true "tour de force"
success for Cerquetti, now 23.
By summer 1955 she was singing
five performances of Norma in Florence
with Barbieri, Corelli, and Neri, with the
critics praising her "unbelievably secure
technique'.' After more "rapturous" Ai'das,
she recorded one of the most demanding
of Verdi roles, Elena in I vespri siciliani,
another "tour de force'.'
Chicago's Lyric Opera was always on
the lookout for great_new voices, especially
from Italy, and on the advice of Tullio Serafin had hired Cerquetti for her US debut in
November 1955, in Verdi's Balla. The result
was one of the greatest triumphs of her
career-the Tribune's Claudia Cassidy wrote
"when Anita Cerquetti really began singing
with Jussi Bjiirling and Tito Gobbi, there
was smoke in the eyes at the opera house
... she has a voice born to ring the rafters
of the great theaters. It is a young voice,

Anita Cerquetti continued on page 6
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Fred Maroth continued from page 4

Anita Cerquetti continued from page 5

was considerably more favorable. That final
offer was for a 4-CD set to be called "Jussi
Bjorling Live:' the title a good suggestion
from Andrew Farkas. The idea of a fourth
CD was necessitated by Anders Bjorling's
desire to include some material that Harald
Henrysson had very recently excavated from
Swedish Radio Archives. Most important
was Swedish Radio's excellent copy of a 1937
General Motors Hour. Fred was all in favor
of the fourth CD, he would have that CD
included as a free bonus, to give the buyer
an extra hour of rare Jussi radio broadcast.
Fred wanted the notes for the CD
booklet to be written by Stephen Hastings,
who was tied up writing his own book
at that time. We were delighted to go to
Chicago Lyric Opera's Roger Pines, who
is second to no one in operatic writing.
After a few more months of high-pressure
deadlines for the CD booklet, and multiple
heroics by Seth Winner in remastering the
often-problematic audio, the project finally
went to press in July 2010.
We also had to ask Anders Bjorling
to relinquish his family's rights to the
recordings, which he was glad to do. But
eventually Fred decided that the CDs
should have the WHRA label, worrying that
somehow future descendants of famous
singers "might sue Music & Arts:' due to
outmoded US intellec tual property laws.
By now "Jussi Bjorling Live" has
become an essential part of Jussi's broadcast
legacy.
Fred Maroth was a passionate professional who left a rich legacy that will be
enjoyed by future generations. ❖

not fully seasoned to the rigors of debut
performance. It is also a stunning voice
in the grand manner, a dramatic soprano
full of range, opulent of tone, thrilling of
impact ... When Bjorlingjoined her with
h is own marvelous song, the love duet
becomes ... an outpouring of impassioned
Verdi:' Indeed, this second act duet created
a storm of enthusiasm that lasted for several
minutes.
The men of the evening, Bjorling and
Gobbi, "set each other off superbly. Bjorling's magnificent tenor, so rich from the
highest to the lowest note of its formidable
range, relies on the candor of the noble
mind, here lighted with mischief. Gobbi's
flair for the stage revels in the picturesque
Renato, fierce, dark, and brilliant of baritone. They were on one plane, to which
Cerquetti is rising:'
All her notices at that time were raves,
and she was still just 24! Back in Italy,
Cerquetti was a headline name in national
periodicals. Her January 26, 1956 radio
concert was preserved on LP and CD (and
the internet, via YouTube) and shows the
voice in superb condition, the singing itself
of a rare order. There is an inexhaustible
supply of power coupled with her justly famous ease of emission and repose. The top
register is thriJJingly vibrant and the lower
register appears as the natural extension of
a completely integrated voice.
A June 1956 Don Carlo Elisabella is
one of the most beautiful expositions of
this role ever heard, with a sweep not to be
found in the work of any other soprano. Her
Rome Radio Mose made 10 days later with
Carteri and Rossi-Lemeni was a major success for all three. Her December Barcelona
Norma was another huge triumph, the ovation for her "Casta diva" lasting for nearly
an hour. And days later there was an RAI
concert with her definitive "O Re dei ceili"
(Spontini). Luckily all these live performances, from these peak days, are available
on CD and the internet.
But there were signs of trouble begin-

Especially helpful was Heuwell Tircuit's
interview with Fred Maroth, found in In
Tune, Tokyo June 1995, revised September
1999.
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ning to show, as Cerquetti took on many
fiercely demanding roles, and let her big
body balloon. She returned to Chicago in
November 1957 for two more Ba/lo performances with Bjorling (and Aldo Protti;
Georg Solti) and one of Don Carlo, the
all-star cast including also Gobbi, Christoff, Rankin, Stahlman, Wilderman; Solti.
Claudia Cassidy wrote "Somewhere in that
mountain of flesh Miss Cerquetti is dooming to extinction what could be one of the
world's great voices ... There are times when
it pours out in a flood of song with a ravishing ease of vocalization. But those times
were few and far between in this second
Ba/lo. She seemed to be almost consistently
short of breath on which to float a tone ...
this was a dull ghost of the voice first heard
in Chicago, and the voice I heard later in
Verona's Nabucco:'
Roger Dettmer of The Chicago American complained of this Ba/lo that Cerquetti
"seems to have overused to the point of
carelessness" her soprano, whose top range
"is shrill from A upwards:' Thus trouble was
afoot, and we know that she tried resting
her voice for all of 1959, then singing cautiously in 1960 before giving up completely
at the end of that year, when she had not yet
reached 30. ❖

NOTE: Parts of this article are based on Bob
Rideout's biography of Cerquetti, as it appears in the internet blog Opera Nostalgia.

